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Paul Tillich ‘s Life and Spirituality: 
some reflections
Frederick J. Parrella
Opening Remarks
I am deeply honored to be invited to join the Brazilian Paul Tillich 
Society at its meeting and to serve as a key note speaker. I want to 
extend my special thanks to my colleague and friend, Jaci Maraschin, 
for his invitation and his hospitality while I am here.
Allow me extend warmest greetings to all of you from the North 
American Paul Tillich Society. As secretary treasurer and editor of our 
quarterly Bulletin, I am happy to announce any new book or article 
about Tillich that you may publish in Portuguese; please send me the 
information via email about such publications. In this regard, I am very 
pleased to announce the publication of The Courage to Be in Czech, 
published this year in Prague. It is certainly exciting for me to see 
Tillich’s thought a subject of passionate study here in Brazil at this con-
ference. Just last week, I spoke with Mutie Tillich Farris, Paul Tillich’s 
daughter, and she was very pleased to hear that her father’s work is 
inspiring scholarship in many languages, including Portuguese.
1. Introduction
Almost forty years have passed since the death of theologian and 
philosopher Paul Tillich in 1965. His life spanned two continents, 
Europe and North America, and his history two centuries, the 19th 
and 20th; likewise, his philosophical world-view both thrived between 
essentialism and existentialism, and his Christian theology between 
Protestant Principle and Catholic Substance. He was, by all accounts, 
a man almost larger than life to his many students and his thought has 
influenced multiple disciplines, including theology, philosophy, pastoral 
work, psychology, sociology, education, and natural sciences. (I regret 
missing meeting Tillich in person by just a few years, but I did have 
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the pleasure to study with Tom Driver, a student of Tillich and holder 
of the Paul Tillich Chair at Union Theological Seminary in New York.) 
In spite of his great intellectual and pedagogical gifts, he was also a 
human being just like us, and—if we apply his ontology to his own life 
as his student, the psychologist Rollo May has done—the more being 
he possessed, the more non-being challenged him. [1]
My comments tonight focus on the life and spirituality of Tillich, 
an obviously large topic. The image Tillich used to describe his own 
life in his 1936 autobiographical reflections, “on the boundary,” will 
be a helpful guide to us in the presentation that follows. One of his 
American students, and a subsequent editor and interpreter of his 
thinking, Carl Braaten, comments on his first meeting with Tillich this 
way: “All I remembered later about that encounter…was that he was 
always standing on the boundary. And he was in such great tension and 
so dialectical and existential.” [2] Tillich’s boundary image was well 
received because people could identify with it and adapt many of his 
boundaries to the texture of their own lives. Tillich’s special genius is, 
as Walter Leibrecht puts it, “to bring to clear expression what others 
feel only dimly and to make awareness free through the power of right 
definition.” [3]
Paul Tillich was indeed a man “on the boundary”: a self-proclaimed 
Protestant and Lutheran all his life, yet peculiarly Catholic in his meta-
physical and systematic approach to theology and his strong attachment 
to the sacramental and mystical elements of Catholicism; a theologian 
of the church but one whom many in the church found a stranger; born 
and educated in the nineteenth century yet one of the twentieth century’s 
leading thinkers; of German background and heritage, yet English, 
which he did not learn until he was 47, was the language of his most 
important theological works; grounded in the essentialist philosophi-
cal tradition of Plato, Augustine, the medieval Franciscan theologians, 
Böhme, and Schelling, yet his greatest popular fame lies in his exis-
tential and often controversial interpretation of the Christian message. 
The boundary image that he used of himself describes both the person 
and his theology perfectly. If his greatest strength was to understand 
and communicate with both sides of the boundary, it also embodied his 
most often criticized weakness: in always standing “on the boundary” 
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and “in between,” he often appeared to stand “beyond” and “outside 
of” the question at hand. As one of his severest critics, Nels F. S. Ferre, 
comments: “Tillich lives and thinks on the borderline where the story 
of the church, in its deepest sense, is the story of history.” [4]
I want to discuss several boundaries or moments of passage in 
Tillich’s life: first, World War I and his emigration to the United States; 
second, several spiritual boundaries inside Tillich and his theology; 
finally, I want to conclude with the present boundary moment: where 
is Tillich’s intellectual heritage going?
2. Historical Boundaries
World War I.
The first of Tillich’s boundaries was World War I. The roots of 
Tillich’s existential pessimism can be located in his own historical 
experience of suffering and tragedy: his German army service as a 
chaplain in World War I where he experienced a graphic devastation 
of human life and the failure of Christianity to answer such human 
suffering. The world of “dreaming innocence,” as Wilhelm and Marion 
Pauck described it, was over. They write:
At the beginning of the war, Tillich was a shy, grown boy, truly 
a “dreaming innocent.” He was a German patriot, a proud Prussian, 
as eager to fight for his country as anyone else. When he returned to 
Berlin four years after, he was utterly trans formed. The traditionalist 
monarchist had become a religious socialist, the Christian believer a 
cultural pessimist, and the repressed puritanical boy a “wild man.” 
These years represent the turning point in Tillich’s life—the first, last, 
and only one. [5]
Tillich writes of the First World War: “The experience of those four 
years revealed to me and to my entire generation an abyss in human 
existence which could not be ignored.” [6] The War marked a boundary 
line in Tillich’s life that profoundly influenced Tillich’s world-view and 
his interpretation of Christianity and modern culture; it gave a concrete 
content and an existential context to his formal academic training and 
his reading in philosophy, history, and theology. As the Paucks suggest, 
Tillich “never recovered from his intense suffering in the face of death” 
that the war had revealed to him. [7]
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In the experience of World War I, where Tillich served as pas-
tor and chaplain to the wounded and the dying, he realized that only 
a Gospel message of hope in the face of hopelessness, and life in the 
face of death really and truly mattered. Erdmann Sturm, in his work on 
Tillich’s war sermons, writes, citing Tillich’s own words:
In one sermon, Tillich preaches, “We all (are) deeply terrified by 
the abyss which opened up to us. Now we are filled with horror about 
what life and culture and humankind have really given us. What else 
but hell on earth! Our faith in the world is shattered, shattered is our 
faith in culture, shattered our faith in humankind…” [Some might say] 
“A God who allows such a horror, is no God at all,” [but] “In reality 
the God you believed in never was.” This God had been a part of the 
world, a false god. “The living God, however, allows a whole world 
to vanish in blood and rubble in order to reveal Himself to the world 
in His majesty and mercy” (499). [8]
Don Arther, an American military chaplain and Tillich schola, 
believes that while Tillich does not speak of his war experience often, 
it was a transformative moment in Tillich’s early life. Arther writes:
Many evidences of his WW I traumas show up in his work, in his con-
cepts such as “existential estrangement” and “the demonic,” but also 
in his The Courage to Be and especially in his sermons. In WW I, he 
became an existing individual, as well as a pastor and preacher. Much 
of his later interest in psychology, psychoanalysis, and pastoral theology 
undoubtedly finds its roots in these WW1 experiences. [9]
From his the experience of the war came the center of Tillich’s 
theological method, the method of correlation. The message of Chris-
tianity did not make sense unless it answered the existential questions 
of life and death. Thus, Tillich was no longer comfortable with the 
bourgeois and domesticated message of the church of his youth. He 
attacked the outdated and irrelevant forms of the Christian Gospel, 
but he did not reject the substance of the Gospel message itself. On 
the contrary, and this is most important, he was afraid that the genuine 
Christian substance was being strangled by tired symbols and stagnant 
categories. For Tillich, existence was not an abstraction but the basic 
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question that confronted Christianity. As he says: “My main concern 
was not to solve a theoretical problem but rather to indicate a spiritual 
situation towards which, I am convinced, the course of spiritual devel-
opment fatefully moves.” [10] Tillich believed that the deepest issues 
confronting modern individuals, questions of an ultimate meaning of 
life and death, appeared to lie outside the attention and passionate 
interest of the churches. In a very personal statement, he sums up his 
entire theological enterprise this way:
The whole reason for my work is that I want to make the Christian faith 
possible for the people of our time. I always think of the young men 
and women in our universities who would be Christians; yes, I think of 
men in seminaries who would lie awake at night because they cannot 
honestly become what they want to become; and I am trying to make 
this theology mean something for them and help them understand what 
it is saying and why it is saying it. [11]
World War I thus served as the first historical moment that changed 
his life and thought permanently.
From Germany to America
The second boundary moment, one that Tillich crossed yet remained 
forever afterwards attached to it, is the boundary between “native and 
alien land.” [12] Tillich’s name appeared in the first group of scholars 
removed from teaching positions in Germany in the Spring of 1933 by 
the National Socialists. Many of Jewish his colleagues had already fled 
Germany, but he remained hoping first that Hitler and the Nazis would not 
survive and he would be instated. He was tempted to join the underground 
resistance movement and remain in Germany, but his life was to cross 
another boundary, this time an ocean. Persuaded by his wife, Hannah, and 
an invitation from Reinhold Niebuhr whose younger brother, H. Richard 
Niebuhr, has translated Tillich’s The Religious Situation of 1926, Tillich 
decided to abandon Germany and move to New York City. Much later, 
he said of the first shock of his dismissal, “I stood before an abyss.” [13] 
His final months in Germany were painful, with many farewells and a 
melancholy sense of ambiguous nature of their journey. [14]
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On 3 November 1933, he arrived in New York harbor on a foggy 
day, having been offered a one-year position at Union Theological 
Seminary and Columbia University. At the age of 47, with very little 
English at his command, Tillich began the second half of his life in 
New York City. Wilhelm and Marion Pauck describe his early struggles 
with the spoken English, especially idioms. His progress in written 
English was much better, and by the end of 1933, he began to write 
some lectures in his new tongue. [15] Ultimately, he learned to write 
English with a simplicity, a clarity, and a power that had marked his 
work in German. (As a graduate student, I just passed my German read-
ing test by wrestling with a passage of Karl Rahner; when I translated 
a work of Tillich on the church for my dissertation, I was, even with 
the little knowledge of the language I had amazed at the clarity of his 
German.) He never lost his heavy German accent, however, and often 
asked students at Union Seminary, offering them one of his writings, 
to “English this for me.” [16]
This departure from his homeland and emigration to the United 
States was the second of Tillich boundary moments. While his life and 
his thought remained fundamentally the same after his journey to New 
York, paradoxically they also changed significantly: from the bohemian 
world of Berlin in the 1920s to the staid and somewhat puritanical life 
at Union Seminary in New York in the depression era of the 1930s. 
The manner of expressing his thought also changed: from the political 
and social Tillich to the more theological and personal one. On the one 
hand, David Hopper suggests that Tillich’s understanding of Being in his 
1912 dissertation on Schelling “find[s] expression and help[s] illumine 
Tillich’s definitive work, the three volume Systematic Theology” four 
decades later. [17] While Brian Donnelly, in a new book agues that 
Marxist political thought continued to influence the later Tillich, he ad-
mits that Tillich translated socialist political categories into theological 
ones. [18] With this change from the philosophical, social, and politi-
cal to the theological and psychological came a change in language. 
According to James Luther Adams, an interesting shift took place in 
Tillich’s terminology of the divine from his early to his late writings. 
Tillich’s name for God, in contrast to Rudolph Otto and Karl Barth, was 
the Unconditioned (das Unbedingte) in his German works. [19] In his 
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1922 essay, “Kairos,” he defines the “unconditional” as a “quality, not a 
being. It characterizes that which is our ultimate, and consequently our 
unconditional concern, whether we call it ‘God’ or ‘Being as such’…
or whether we give it any other name.” [20] The “Unconditional” was 
surely influenced by Schelling’s Unvordenkliche, that which is inac-
cessible to thought and what all thinking and being must presume. [21] 
After his article on symbols in 1941, he refers to God as “being–itself” 
and our “ultimate concern.” For example, the term “unconditional” is 
found on only two pages of first volume of his Systematic Theology 
whereas “ultimate concern” is found on thirty-five pages. [22]
In addition, Tillich’s move to New York City meant other important 
changes in his life. In the 1920s, Tillich rejected the “church’s support 
of the hypocrisy of bourgeois conventionality,” [23] and entered the 
world of bohemian life of post-war Germany. After he was betrayed by 
his first wife, Grethi, who gave birth to a child of one of his friends, he 
was granted a divorce in 1921. With his personal life in some turmoil, 
he became fascinated by the mystical, the demonic, and the erotic. [24] 
He remarried in 1924, and remained with his second wife, Hannah, until 
he died in 1965. Paul and Hannah Tillich shared a very unconventional 
life style, one that Hannah discussed in two books she wrote in her 
old age about her relationship with Tillich and their mutual affairs.. 
[25] Tillich’s power over others, especially women, created friendships 
and bonds but inevitably disorder and hurt. The erotic and the sexual 
remained a problem for him all his life. The Paucks write:
Tillich never gave himself entirely to his friend, any more than he gave 
himself entirely to his wife. But to each one he gave something indi-
vidual; in each he discovered something new and different. His manner 
was gentle, his generosity great, his concern for the other was inevitably 
intertwined with the admiration he received and of which he had insa-
tiable need. [26]
For this reason, Tillich was seen in such differing ways by different 
people. His personal life, like his formal autobiographical reflections, 
was also on the boundary: “between the one and the many, the Christian 
and the pagan, between law and grace.” [27]
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Tillich came to America as a confirmed individualist, estranged 
from the theological and ecclesiastical world of his life before the war, 
and now he had to fit into a seminary community where he was not 
free to do anything unobserved. At first, he believed he was entering a 
world of “rigid moralists,” so different was Union Seminary life from 
the life in the Bohème, as he called it, in Germany. His adjustment was 
slow at first, but his charismatic ability as a teacher of ideas and his 
dynamic and irenic personality inevitably brought his acceptance and 
deep appreciation by student and colleagues alike. [28] His academic 
career was also initially “on the boundary”: to the philosophers at Co-
lumbia University, across Broadway and 120th St in upper Manhattan, 
his ideas were “too theological”; to William Sloane Coffin, President 
of Union Seminary, Tillich’s “ontological language seemed too philo-
sophical and too secular.” He was hired by Union Seminary, after all, 
to train candidates for Christian ministry. [29]
Tillich lived in two worlds all his life: between a pious youth and 
a flamboyant later life, between two nations and cultures, between the-
ology and philosophy, between church and world, between the sacred 
and the secular, between the erotic and the spiritual, between obscurity 
and financial struggle to fame and material security; finally, and this 
will take us to his spirituality, to the boundary between Protestant and 
Catholic, between the temporal and the eternal.
3. Spiritual Boundaries
Tillich’s spirituality is grounded theoretically in three elements 
of his thought: in his mystical ontology, his sacramental world-view, 
and the importance of the prophetic Protestant principle. In an article 
published some ten years ago, I suggested that Tillich’s writings may be 
studied in the decades to come, less for their historical, philosophical, 
and theological value and more as source of spirituality and spiritual 
vision that is theologically rich, culturally inclusive, and profoundly 
human. [30] This comment appears less bold and perhaps more accurate 
with the passage of time.
Tillich understood the unity of theology and spirituality. He would 
agree, I think, with Evagrios of Pontus of the fourth century, who re-
minded us that, “And if you pray truly, you are a theologian.” [31] True 
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to his Platonic-Augustinian heritage, for Tillich, “the object of knowl-
edge and the object of love are the same,” and thus true knowledge is 
“ultimately participation in true being.” [32] As Tillich himself says: 
“…true knowledge includes union and, therefore, openness to receive 
that with which one unites.” [33] For Tillich, theology, like faith, is the 
study of our ultimate concern; in the act of faith as ultimate concern, 
“that which is the source of this act is present beyond the cleavage 
between subject and object. It is present as both and beyond both.” 
[34] Theology could not mean to know God as an object of knowledge 
or as the conclusion of an argument; rather an individual understood 
the divine as the prius of all thought and action, the infinite source of 
being that precedes the finite and is inseparable from it. Esse, verum, 
bonum—being, truth, the good—were “the principles of truth which 
were the divine light within us.” [35] With Aquinas and the scholastics, 
theology unfortunately, as Yves Congar says, became “a rational and 
scientific consideration of the revealed datum” or a “scientifically elabo-
rated copy of faith.” [36] In contrast, theology for Tillich is answering 
theology, Thus, it is not possible to separate life from spirituality or 
theology from spirituality, so that the clue to Tillich’s spirituality will 
be found at the very center of his theology.
First, let us explore the meaning of the term spirituality. Many 
have written about the revival of spirituality, what Samuel Huntington 
calls the “revenge of God,” in recent times. [37] Given the wide range 
of cultural and theological factors involved in the present spiritual 
renaissance, how is one to understand the term “spirituality” today? 
Until the Second Vatican Council in the Roman Catholic Church in the 
1960s, spirituality was almost exclusively part of the Catholic tradition. 
The word did not appear in any of the classical Reformed writings, and 
until recently most Protestants preferred the older term piety (some 
used devotion and others, such as John Wesley, preferred perfection) 
to designate a Spirit-filled life of reverence and love of God. [38] The 
term was first popular in French Catholicism and often contrasted with 
devotion because it was “associated with questionable enthusiasm or 
even heretical forms of spiritual practice.” [39] Spirituality did not 
come into common English usage until the 1920s. [40] In recent de-
cades, the word has moved well outside its usual Catholic milieu to 
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describe, in an anthropological sense, something that is available to 
every human person who seeks to live the full and whole human life. 
From the traditional Catholic idea of the mystical movement of God 
to the soul and the soul to God, spirituality is now often employed to 
signify to “the whole life of faith and even the life of the person as a 
whole, including its bodily, psychological, social and political dimen-
sions.” [41] Today, spirituality is studied as a component of all the great 
religious traditions, historical periods, and philosophical schools. [42] 
In John Macquarrie’s words: “…fundamentally spirituality has to do 
with becoming a person in the truest sense.” [43] As Ewert Cousins 
writes, “the spiritual core is the deepest center of the person. It is here 
that the person is open to the transcendent dimension; it is here that 
the person experiences ultimate reality.” [44]
When we consider Tillich’s writings, we can readily see the ap-
propriateness of these expansive concepts of spirituality to his own 
spirituality. Let us consider Tillich’s spirituality under three categories: 
first, spirituality lived in tension between church and world; second, a 
spirituality of both Protestant principle and Catholic substance; third, 
a spirituality that answers the vital questions of our age.
3.1 Between ChurCh and world
Since Tillich’s method of correlation suggested a profound unity 
between theology and spirituality, between the Gospel message and 
theological tradition on one side and the existential questions of indi-
viduals and cultures on the other, his theology was by its very nature 
a “spiritual theology.” His theology answered the ultimate questions of 
human existence. Even in its systematic expression, Tillich was never a 
systematician. More than three decades ago, this was obvious to some 
Catholic thinkers. As Dominican Christopher Kiesling has written:
In its basic orientation, Tillich’s theological thought is closer to St. John 
of the Cross than to St. Thomas…If we are looking for counterparts to 
Tillich’s mentality in Catholic theology, we should not go to the books 
of dogma or even moral theology, but to the books of ascetical-mystical 
theology, and even to the writings of the mystics themselves. [45]
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Tillich’s theology and his spirituality was not ecclesiocentered; 
indeed, he was rarely at home in the churches. He lived on the boundary 
between church and world. Although Tillich was a man of the church, 
and proclaimed himself as such, as well as an ordained Protestant pastor, 
he spoke with as much power to persons outside the church as to those 
inside. More often, he was better received by his non-church listeners. 
Tillich’s entire theology had as its primary focus the reinterpretation of 
the Christian message for persons cut off from the power of the Chris-
tian symbols and alienated from traditional Christian communities.
Some of his fellow theologians believed that he went too far and 
crossed an invisible line, becoming little more than a non-believer 
cloaked in the garb of traditional language. William Sloane Coffin re-
mained ambivalent on Tillich’s orthodoxy, and the appearance of the 
first volume of his Systematic Theology in 1951 confirmed his suspi-
cions “that Tillich was not a Christian thinker but a Greek mystic who 
held the heretical views of Plotinan dualism, Hegel, and Schelling.” 
[46] Tillich’s approach to God, especially his concept of “God above 
God,” has been criticized by both Protestant and Catholic theologians. 
For example, Nels F.S. Ferré’s described him as a “most dangerous theo-
logian,” [47] saying that in his view, Tillich did believe in the Christian 
God who raises the dead and who works personally in human history.” 
[48] On the other hand, others affirmed that he was the most significant 
theological thinker of the 20th century because of his ability to touch 
the minds and hearts of men and women alienated from Christian faith 
and hope. Reinhold Niebuhr, his colleague at Union Seminary in New 
York, defended Tillich’s contribution to theology by calling him no less 
than “the Origen of our period.” [49]
If we take seriously Tillich’s classic statement “that religion is the 
substance of culture, so culture is the form of religion,” [50] a vibrant 
spirituality could be not bounded by the church but pushed beyond to 
include secular culture. While the Christian message is indispensable 
for modern individuals in their quest for survival and salvation, Tillich 
also believed that the form faith took in contemporary churches could 
only be rejected by society as lifeless and irrelevant. For this reason, 
Tillich castigated the churches for their isolation from the society, the 
culture, and the world in which they lived and ministered. He was espe-
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cially concerned about the estrangement of intellectuals because “[t]he 
dogma defended by the Church did not and could not appeal to them.” 
For Tillich, Christian symbols, which are as much cultural as theologi-
cal, no longer resonated with the power of the words of salvation. He 
called upon the Church to “proclaim the gospel in a language that is 
comprehensible to non-ecclesiastical humanism.” [51] And in one of his 
most quoted lines from his sermons, Tillich says that, “he who knows 
about depth, knows about God.” [52] This depth may be found in many 
places, and in may forms, personal, artistic, and social. As Christians 
have recently found sources of spirituality outside traditional religious 
structures, today they know that the spiritual life can no longer be a 
matter confined to the institutional ecclesia. To be spiritual in the full 
and proper sense of the term is to be part of both Church and society, 
religion and culture, to stand, as Tillich said, “between alternative pos-
sibilities of existence, to be completely at home in neither and to take 
no definitive stand against either.” [53] Today one’s personal growth 
in the Spirit must also involve the welfare of the whole human com-
munity. In Tillich’s words, “The divine Spirit’s invasion of the human 
spirit does not occur in isolated individuals but in social groups…” 
[54] As Shirley Guthrie suggests: “True spirituality…is not found in 
the religious or in the psychological sphere but in the economic and 
political sphere which deals with such apparently ‘unspiritual’ things 
as hunger, human right…social welfare…” [55] Tillich was aware of 
the Spiritual Presence in all places, even where the traditional religious 
person may not expect to find the Spirit.
3.2 Protestant PrinCiPle and CatholiC suBstanCe
A second important aspect of Tillich’s spirituality was the ten-
sion between Protestant Principle and Catholic Substance. As Langdon 
Gilkey writes: “The main role of [Tillich’s] thought has been to provide 
a point—on a surprising number of different axes—where seemingly 
opposite positions come into a tense, comprehensible relation…” [56] 
Perhaps Protestant principle and Catholic substance form the most 
significant of these meeting places of polar opposites, informing both 
his theology and his spirituality.
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This relationship between Protestant principle and Catholic sub-
stance has always been attractive to theologians, no less so among those 
from the Catholic tradition. Tillich saw Catholicism and Protestantism, 
according to André Gounelle, not as “as different dogmatic structures, 
but as two attitudes at once complementary and opposed.” [57] In 1933, 
just before his emigration to New York, he entertained serious thought 
about becoming Catholic as a result of his disillusionment with the 
Protestant response to Hitler and the National Socialists. In addition, 
Tillich admits his attraction to the sacramental and mystical elements 
of Christianity much more commonly found in the Catholic tradition. 
In his words:
I have long been opposed to the most expressly heteronomous religious 
system, Roman Catholicism. This protest was both Protestant and autono-
mous. It was never directed, in spite of theological differences, against 
dogmatic values or liturgical forms in the Roman Catholic system but 
rather against Catholicism’s heteronomous character…Only once did I 
entertain with any seriousness the idea of becoming Catholic… [58]
What is significant here is Tillich’s rejection of Catholicism, not 
because of its doctrines and its liturgy, but the authoritarian nature of 
the Roman Catholic Church in Tillich’s early life. Recall that Tillich was 
born in a period of Catholic ultramontanism and theological stagnation, 
due in part to the so-called modernist crisis in the first two decades of 
the 20th century.
I would like to think that Tillich, while always proclaiming the 
Protestant Principle, was also a Catholic in his sensibilities, as far as he 
understood the richness and diversity of the Catholic tradition. Of course, 
he was never a Roman Catholic, but his thought has always been attrac-
tive to Catholic thinkers, especially after the Second Vatican Council, for 
its foundation in ontology and its mystical and sacramental direction.
The Protestant theologian, André Gounelle, has presented us with 
an ideal description of the Catholic Substance and Protestant Principle 
[59] and I would like to quote him at some length. Gounelle writes:
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Tillich’s originality here seems to me to rest in his ability to see Catholi-
cism and Protestantism not as a list of doctrines, nor as different dogmatic 
structures, but as two attitudes at once complementary and opposed. 
I recall his well-known analysis of Catholic substance and Protestant 
principle. In the history of Christianity, but also in that of all religion, 
in every epoch a tension is constantly confronted, which often translates 
into opposition between these two attitudes.
The first attitude puts the accent on the reality of the presence of 
God in certain places. “Place” should be understood in a broad sense: 
locality (sanctuary, pilgrimages), but also institutions (the Church, the 
papacy, the assembly of bishops, councils or synods), texts (the Bible, 
the doctrinal definitions, and confessions of ecclesiastical faith), cer-
emonies (rites, sacraments), objects (relics), images (icons). The nature 
and list of these religious “places” varies according to specific tradition 
and situation. In those, which are recognized, it is considered that the 
believers meet with the very being of God. It is believed that there 
human beings find themselves in the presence of divinity with whom 
they are in almost physical contact. It is affirmed that God ties himself 
to these places, moments, and things. Through them, God takes on a 
concrete reality; God draws near to us, reaches us, and visits us. One 
could almost say that God becomes incarnate in these places. These 
“places” are given, then, an enormous importance and are recognized 
as sacred. To lose them means to cut oneself off from God and to de-
prive faith of its reality. To profane them is to attempt to be like God. 
At all cost, they must be maintained, preserved, and protected. They 
establish and structure the religion (in the sense of relation with God), 
which, in their absence, would have nothing to offer and would be 
emptied of all content. This first tendency can be termed sacramental 
and sacerdotal; in fact, the sacrament has the function of assuring the 
presence of God, and the priesthood that of getting into communica-
tion with the divine.
The second attitude has, on the contrary, an iconoclastic charac-
ter. In its true sense, iconoclasm consists in breaking icons, smashing 
statues, and damaging sacred images. By extension, this term applies to 
those who reject all representations and refuse all localization of God. 
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Iconoclasm applies not only to pictorial representations of the sacred, 
but also to ritualism, sacramentalism, dogmatism, ecclesiocentrism, 
and biblicism. It does so not because of incredulity or unbelief, but 
because it fears, not without reason, that the rites, the sacraments, the 
Church, the Bible, and dogmas will be divinized and made into idols. 
It considers as sacrilegious and blasphemous the sacralization of certain 
places, because God alone is divine and God has the monopoly of the 
sacred or the holy. Nothing can tie God down or “fence him in,” as 
Calvin writes. God always remains supremely free. God’s presence is 
not material, that is to say, tied to things which contain and provoke it. 
It is spiritual; it arises from an act or event of the Spirit, and not of an 
institution. God resides nowhere. God comes to us as and when God 
wishes. This second attitude could be termed prophetic or eschatologi-
cal. It is prophetic because, in the Old Testament, the prophets resisted 
the confiscation of the divine by the priests, and its enclosure in cultic 
ceremonies. They defended the free springing forth of the divine Spirit 
outside of consecrated places and customs. It is eschatological because 
the eschaton (that which is ultimate, supreme, last) goes beyond all 
present realities, including those that witness to it.
On the one hand, here is an insistence on the substantial presence 
of God in certain places and, on the other, an affirmation that God is to 
be found beyond all we can touch, imagine, or think. God situates God-
self outside and above even that which manifests God’s presence.
These two attitudes towards the sacred or the religious are dealt 
with in all the Christian Churches. The first corresponds, however, 
to a faith rather of a Catholic type, the second rather to a Protestant 
type of faith. It is important to distinguish clearly between attitude 
and confession or Church. Thus, fundamentalism, generally classified 
as Protestant, tends to function by a divinization of the Bible, and 
furnishes an example of the Catholic attitude (though certainly not 
Roman Catholic). On the contrary, Christians clearly and faithfully 
situated in the Roman Church have attitudes of the Protestant type 
(though they may be far removed form diverse existing Protestant 
confessions). Nonetheless it is the case that the sacramental and sac-
erdotal attitude has found its most profound and elaborate expression 
in the Catholic Church, and that the prophetic and iconoclast attitude 
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has found its most characteristic and most considered forms in the 
Protestant Churches. [60]
Indeed, Tillich has provided a point where, as Gilkey says, “seem-
ingly opposite positions come into a tense, comprehensible relation.” 
This point of tension between Protestant Principle and Catholic Sub-
stance was part of Tillich’s own life, and it is a legacy that he leaves 
not only to ecumenical theology, but also to spirituality. The great sin of 
religion, any religion, has always been idolatry. Christians today must 
live in the tension between Tillich’s two attitudes of a living faith: first, 
they must find the holy in and through—but never as—the visible and 
tangible things of earth; second, they must never make these forms the 
absolute itself, and must protest any finite ritual, book, community, of 
form of piety that makes an absolute claim on the believer.
Accepting a spirituality that is grounded in both Catholic Substance 
and Protestant Principle would create what Tillich might call a “the-
onomous spirituality,” a spirituality that is Spirit-determined and Spirit-
directed. A theonomous spirituality sees the presence of the divine Spirit 
as essentially possible everywhere, not just in the confines of church 
or doctrine. Simultaneously, this spirituality establishes a relationship 
with God through Christ in an ecclesial community whose communal 
forms and structures reflect a freedom and a transparency to grace. This 
spirituality provides a home for the pilgrim spirit where a person is 
given depth and meaning to his or her own life through the substance 
of liturgy and sacraments, doctrines and moral directives, the authority 
of the Apostolic community and service to the world. A theonomous 
spirituality grounded in Catholic substance also takes the Protestant 
principle seriously—so that all forms of idolatry and heteronomy can 
and must be submitted to prophetic criticism. While God’s justifying 
grace must be visible in a Gestalt of grace, as Tillich called it, grace 
must transcend every Gestalt and every effort to locate it definitively, 
and equate it with, a finite time and place. In Tillich’s own words, a 
“Gestalt of grace” is a grace that is “actual in objects, not as an object 
but as the transcendent meaning of an object.” [61]
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3.3 three sPiritual themes in the sermons[62]
Tillich has something vital to say to thoughtful and searching 
people who live in a culture no longer populated by “religious man” 
but, in Philip Rieff’s phrase, “psychological man”; in a culture where 
the metaphysical has disappeared and the therapeutic and the consum-
erist have triumphed. [63] Moderns, psychological persons are still, 
in Tillich’s phrase, “searching for guiding stars.” [64] The reasons for 
Tillich’s appeal to the intelligent people of this generation and genera-
tions to come are simple. First, Tillich’s theological system remains 
ageless and adaptable; ultimate questions of life change their content 
in different cultural and historical settings, but the formal quality of 
ultimacy in the question is timeless. People of every time and place 
must confront the absolute question of the meaning of life in the face 
of love and lovelessness, joy and sorrow, and suffering and death. 
Likewise, Christians must search the Gospel tradition for answers to 
these human questions in a form that is faithful to the tradition and its 
enshrined terminology as well as in a form that makes sense to their 
world-view. Second, Tillich’s writings have the power to touch people 
deeply regardless of their age, background, or profession. His appeal 
remains wider than that of the professional theologian. To persons 
desperate for meaning, The Courage to Be still offers authentic self-
affirmation and an unconditional source of hope. To those adrift and 
without belief, The Dynamics of Faith presents a surprisingly fresh 
interpretation of faith in the context of their particular tradition. Finally, 
Tillich offers a desirable alternative to the theological polarization of 
our time: between a secular modernity devoid of transcendence on one 
side and an uncritical, anti-intellectual, fundamentalistc neo-orthodoxy 
on the other. Tillich’s theology, especially his theological interpretation 
of culture, continues to help persons understand the paradox of their 
freedom and creativity as individuals on the one hand and their abso-
lute dependence upon God in this changing world on the other. Let us 
consider Tillich’s three volumes of sermons as a key focal point of his 
spirituality and suggest three spiritual themes in these sermons.
Inner and Outer Life
Tillich links the mystery of the inner and the outer life, the interior 
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life of the individual and the social life of individual and the commu-
nity. From the twelfth century onwards, an unfortunate split developed 
between spiritualitas and corporalitas, between the inner life of the spirit 
and the physical, material life in the world. [65] Tillich would have none 
of this cloven attitude. The inner life of the spirit and outer life in the 
world were inseparable; likewise, body and soul form one person. In 
“The Good That I Will, I Do Not,” Tillich writes: “Paul, and with him 
the whole Bible, never made our body responsible for our estrangement 
from God, from our world and from our own self.” [66] In his sermon, 
“The New Being,” he writes: “All healing—bodily and mental—creates 
this reunion of one’s self with one’s self…real healing is not where the 
body or mind is reunited with the whole, but where the whole self, our 
whole being, our whole personality is united with itself.” [67]
Even more important, Tillich never separates the spiritual journey 
of the person from his/her life in society. Again in “The New Being,” 
he writes: “Nothing is more passionately demanded than social healing, 
than [the power of] the New Being within history and human relation-
ships.” [68] And in the “Two Servants of Jahweh,” Tillich reminds us 
that prophetic servants, like the suffering servant, “exist unseen in all 
countries…we know that they exist, and that their suffering is not in 
vain. They are the hidden tools of God in history.” [69]
The deeper reason for the union of the inner and outer life, the 
personal and the social, the corporeal and the spiritual, lies in Tillich’s 
ontology where all beings are united in the mystery of being-itself. In 
“Principalities and Powers,” he writes: “We are united with that which 
is not creature and whose creative ground no creature can destroy…
no creature can destroy the meaning of life universal, in nature as well 
as history, of which we are a part…” [70] Tillich’s ontology offers 
individuals a foundation for a spirituality free of the dualisms plagu-
ing Western culture—subject and object, time and eternity, the finite 
and the infinite, the concrete and the universal, the natural and the 
supernatural, and the sacred and the secular. Tillich’s basic ontological 
structure of self and world emphasizes the importance of the subject 
as well as the object, courage and faith as well as being and grace, the 
quality of one’s ultimate concern as well as the Ultimate itself, and the 
individual’s reception of the New Being as well as its universal and 
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objective power. In “You Are Accepted,” he says: “We are bound to 
[the Ground of Being] for all eternity, just as we are bound to ourselves 
and to all other life.” [71] In “The Yoke of Religion,” he speaks of the 
power of the New Being “in which everything can participate because 
it is universal and omnipresent.” [72] In “Loneliness and Solitude,” 
he says that in moments of solitude, “[t]he center of our being, the 
innermost self that is the ground of our aloneness, is elevated into the 
divine center and taken into it.” In “Escape From God,” he proclaims: 
“The centre of our whole being is involved in the center of all being; 
and the centre of all being rests in the centre of our being.” [73] Finally, 
in “The Riddle of Inequality,” he writes: “There is an ultimate unity 
of all beings, rooted in the divine life from which they emerge and to 
which they return. All beings, non-human as well as human, participate 
in it. And therefore they all participate in each other.” [74] Tillich’s 
words demand an inseparable link between personal salvation and a 
commitment to social justice for the poor and the oppressed. He would 
condemn any spirituality that would serve as an escape from the world 
and blind the person to the eternal who beckons to us as both presence 
and demand in the midst of the temporal order. [75]
Spirituality and Theonomy
Tillich ideal spiritual life and the theological concept of theonomy 
are identical. He is consistent in warning against heteronomous struc-
tures of both the churches and secular institutions as well as the dangers 
of the autonomous self, cut off from its divine ground. This option, 
he describes in “By What Authority?”, is “the dreadful alternative of 
our historical period.” This situation is the same today as it was half 
a century ago. He describes it this way: “If there is no authority, we 
must decide for ourselves… As finite beings, we must act as if we 
were infinite, and since this is impossible, we are driven into complete 
insecurity, anxiety and despair. Or, unable to stand the loneliness of 
deciding for ourselves, we suppress that fact there is a split author-
ity. We subject ourselves to a definite authority and close our eyes 
against all other claims. The desire to do this is known to those in 
power.” [76] He advises Christians in “In Thinking Be Mature”: “Nor 
should a church representative criticize the secular world before hav-
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ing subjected the Church to the same serious scrutiny.” [77] In an age 
of new fundamentalisms, whether of Bible or church, Tillich’s words 
continue to sound a warning: “There are masses of people who feel 
safe under doctrinal laws but it is the safety of him who has not yet 
found his spiritual freedom, who has not yet found his true self.” [78] 
One sees a relentless prophetic and iconoclastic spirit throughout the 
sermons, a spirit that seeks to rescue us from taking either ourselves 
or our churches and their doctrines too seriously. The power of his 
words seem all the more urgent in the context of today’s culture torn 
between new religious idols in a book or community on one side and 
a therapeutic mentality working in a “world without windows” to the 
transcendent on the other.
Spirituality and Paradox
The language of spirituality is the language of paradox, and 
Tillich’s paradox’s are exquisite. A paradox, as we know, accepts the 
truth of two incompatible ideas in the order of logic but necessary and 
intelligible assertions in the order of existence. [79] Paradox frees our 
logical categories from getting lost in themselves; it allows a vision 
of the infinite which is not irrational but transrational. When the finite 
speaks of the infinite, it knows that what it says is both true and not true 
at the same time. For Tillich, paradox lies at the heart of understanding 
the Christian message of a new being, of a new creation in the Christ, 
especially in the picture of the Crucified One.
Tillich’s sermons invite the listener into understanding and deeper 
levels of meaning through paradox. He sees all divine action as para-
doxical. In “Has the Messiah Come,” he writes:
He who wants a salvation which is only visible cannot see the divine 
child in the manger as he cannot see the divinity of the Man on the 
Cross and the paradoxical way of all divine acting. Salvation is a child 
and when it grows up, it is crucified. Only he who can see power under 
weakness, the whole under fragment, victory under defeat, glory under 
suffering, innocence under guilt, sanctity under sin, life under death can 
say: Mine eyes have seen thy salvation. [80]
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In “We Live In Two Orders,” Tillich says that “God acts beyond 
human expectation [because] He gives power to the faint and to him 
that has no might He increases strength. [God] acts paradoxically. 
[God] acts beyond human understanding.” [81] In “The Paradox of the 
Beatitudes,” he reminds that those who are woeful are blessed, those 
who are poor are rich. [82]
Faith itself has a paradoxical character. In “Waiting,” Tillich writes: 
“…waiting for God is not merely part of our relation to God, but rather 
the condition of that relation as a whole. We have God through not 
having Him.” And again: “But if we know that we do not know Him, 
and if we wait for Him to make Himself known to us, we then really 
know something of Him… It is then that we are believers in our unbe-
lief, and that we are accepted by Him in spite of our separation from 
Him.” [83] In describing the Lucan story of Jesus’ being questioned 
about authority, Tillich describes Jesus’ shrewd answer paradoxically: 
“[I]t answers the fundamental question of prophetic religion by not 
answering it.” Jesus refuses to answer the question of his authority and 
“the way he refuses to answer is the answer.” [84]
The “incredible content of Christianity,” as Tillich calls it, is the 
Pauline paradox of justification: “For although we are in the flesh and 
under the law and in the cleavage of our existence, we are, at the same 
time, in the Spirit and in the fulfillment and unity with the ultimate 
meaning of our life.” [85] Tillich restates this paradox in his famous 
sermon, “You are Accepted”: “…he found himself accepted in spite of 
his being rejected.” [86] “Accept that you are accepted in spite of your 
unacceptability” is at the core of Tillich’s understanding of Christian-
ity’s “incredible content.”
Paradox reaches its finest expression in Tillich’s understanding of 
Christ as the New Being, the New Creation. The more abstract aspects 
of Tillich’s Christology can be debated but his treatment of the New 
Being has moved many people, I think, precisely because of the para-
dox at its heart: in the face of the Crucified One, we are able to see 
the face of God. In his words, “…even the greatest power and wisdom 
could not more fully reveal the heart of God and the heart of man than 
the Crucified has done already.” [87] Of Jesus on the Cross, he writes 
that it is a “suffering soul which could not be broken by all the pow-
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ers in the universe [that] is an image of the Highest…” [88] In a rare 
autobiographical reference in his sermons, Tillich recalls the impression 
of Good Friday on him in his earliest years and the sense of mystery 
within the divine suffering. [89] This day reveals, as he says in “The 
Riddle of Inequality,” that “the greatness and the heart of the Christian 
message” is this: “God, as manifest in the Christ on the Cross, totally 
participates in the dying of a child, in the condemnation of a criminal, 
in the disintegration of a mind, in starvation and famine, and even 
in the human rejection of Himself. There is no human condition into 
which the divine presence does not penetrate. This is what the Cross, 
the most extreme of all human conditions tells us.” [90] And again, he 
writes in “We Live In Two Orders”: “…the Man on the Cross represents 
another order, an order in which the weakest is the strongest, the most 
humiliated, the most victorious.” [91]
Conclusion
With both Tillich’s life and writings as a significant theological 
legacy of the 20th century, we must conclude with a present boundary 
moment: where is Tillich’s legacy going? What is the future of Tillich’s 
scholarship? Should Tillich now be considered a theologian of our past? 
Apart from a small number of scholars, will people be reading Tillich 
on the 100th anniversary of his death in 2065? Are Tillich’s ideas able 
to speak to generations just beginning to ask ultimate questions of life 
and meaning, of God and truth? Is Tillich still able to speak to people 
more conscious of the need for human freedom and liberation, more 
aware of the need for ethnic and cultural diversity?
Let me suggest some positive areas of Tillich scholarship in the 
present and future. First, Tillich is being discovered or rediscovered 
outside his traditional European and North American Protestant theologi-
cal base. Greater interest in Tillich by Catholic theologians, especially 
since the Second Vatican Council, is the result in a shift of focus: from 
Tillich as an existentialist theologian, to, as Thomas O’Meara says, 
“romantic-idealist systematician.” [92] Jean Richard of l’Université La-
val in Québec, for example, has examined the early socialist writings of 
Tillich and applied them to an examination of Catholic Latin American 
liberation theology. [93] Sebastian Painadath, an Indian Jesuit theolo-
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gian, developed an inter-faith theology of prayer in his dissertation and 
subsequent book, Dynamics of Prayer: Towards a Theology of Prayer 
in the Light of Paul Tillich’s Theology of the Spirit. [94] Anthony 
Akinwale, an African Dominican, contributed an article on Tillich’s 
method of correlation and the concerns of African theologians. [95] An 
Anglican priest from Sri Lanka, Ruwan Palapathwala, has completed 
a dissertation called a “Theonomous Foundation for the Construction 
of the Religion of the Concrete Spirit” at the University of Victoria in 
New Zealand. And, of course, there is the ecumenical Brazilian Paul 
Tillich Society with Anglicans, Lutherans, Catholics, and the Reformed 
theologians employing Tillich’s thought in their theology.
Second, the adaptation of Tillich’s philosophical theology to other 
disciplines is significant. The recent very successful Paul Tillich Lecture 
at Harvard University on Einstein and Tillich is ample evidence of this 
multi-disciplinary appeal. [96] Many are deeply indebted to Tillich’s 
thought, but not so much to a specific theological system as to a mode 
of thinking, a way of seeing and interpreting the world, culture, and 
society. Tillich was not a formulator of doctrines but a creator and 
molder of world-views. His thought forms more than a system of ideas; 
it serves as a lens through which different issues in diverse disciplines 
could be evaluated and interpreted.
Third, Tillich’s pastoral dimension, the spiritual aspects of his 
theology, will inspire both scholarly study and practical application. 
This pastoral side to Tillich was found in all of his writings, not only 
his sermons, and needs more evaluation by Tillich scholars in the 
years to come. For example, even in defining the abstract concept of 
the Unconditional, Tillich ascribes great personal religious power to 
the it. He writes: “Thus in the presence of the Unconditional, knowing 
is inspiration, intuitive perception is mystery, acting is grace, and the 
community is the Kingdom of God.” [97]
All of these signs, as well as the continued work of Tillich Societ-
ies on three continents, suggest the enduring value of Tillich’s thought 
for a new millennium and new generations who will continue, as Tillich 
said half century ago, to “[search] for guiding stars.” [98]
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